The study focuses on perceptions of inter-group relations among Jewish and Arab nursing students in Israel. The study aimed at discovering whether these perceptions were affected by the environment in which they were examined. The results show that environment has an impact on perceptions of intergroup relations. In a natural environment where cooperation between individuals from different social groups is necessary, the relations were perceived as harmonious. On the other hand, in an environment that emphasizes the unique identity of each group, the relations were perceived as conflictual. These findings can be explained as reflecting the one big happy family perceptual bias. This bias may provide a basis for understanding inter-group conflict intervention processes among groups in conflict that operate together. The findings have professional implications for intervention processes implemented among heterogeneous multicultural teams in conflict situations.
Introduction
The present study focused on relations between groups operating in situations of conflict. The research attempts to understand the psychological processes underlying interpersonal relations between individuals working in heterogeneous teams in a natural environment marked by ongoing conflict. It was conducted Psychology among Jewish and Arab nursing students attending an Israeli academic institution.
Nursing professionals worldwide are highly heterogeneous (Likupe, 2015) .
Indeed, a large percentage of those working in this field are immigrants (Aboderin, 2007; Arieli & Hirschfeld, 2013) . Heterogeneous groups operating in a natural environment (Valentine, 2008) must often face challenges associated with team building, determination of group social norms and group cohesion (Allport, 1997; Wagner, Tropp, Finchilescu, & Tredoux, 2009) . Studies show that such challenges may affect how the group functions as a whole as well as how its members function specifically as individuals (Mallett, Akimoto, & Oishi, 2016) .
These challenges are all the more consequential when the small group comprises individuals from larger groups engaged in an ongoing conflict (Azar, 1990) , such as the Arab-Israeli conflict. An ongoing conflict is one that is absolute and all encompassing. It pervades the social fabric of the sides involved and forces itself on individuals and institutions alike (Bar-Tal, 2007; Rouhana & Bar-Tal, 1998) .
The interactions between members of groups living in the shadow of such conflicts are often marked by low empathy (Stephan & Stephan, 2001 ). There is often a sharp division into in-groups and out-groups based on a single group identity (Brewer, 1986) , accompanied by attribution of negative stereotypes and behaviors biased in favor of the in-group (Abrams & Hogg, 1990; Tajfel & Turner, 1986 ).
Intervention in Inter-Group Encounters
Different intervention strategies have been developed in an attempt to address the challenges posed by inter-group conflict situations. These different intervention of inter-group conflict strategies can be positioned along a continuum. At one end of this continuum, the point of departure for the inter-group encounter is conflictual. The occurrences during the encounter are group occurrences with sociopolitical interpretations that are unequivocally tied to the outside reality.
The group participants are perceived as representing two different national ethnic groups engaged in a struggle. The power relations between the groups are not symmetric. One group, the controlling majority, feels superior to the other group, while those in the minority group are marked by feelings of inferiority (Oasis of Peace, 2008; Suleiman, 2004) . In this intervention strategy, group counseling typically focuses on the ethno-national group identity, shoving aside other identity components to the point of silencing or relinquishing the individual's unique voice. Such intervention subjugates the individual to the group and thus clarifies and sharpens the inter-group conflict, the power relations and the subjugation of one group by the other (Halabi, 2004; Oasis of Peace, 2008) .
At the other end of this continuum, the inter-group encounter is based upon discussion that strives for coexistence, relates to group members as individuals and emphasizes the human common denominator. The group discourse stresses individuals and their inner world and disregards the group and social implica-D. Hadar-Shoval, H. Morag Psychology tions of the encounter, for example hobbies, ambitions in life, interests (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008) . Group counseling in this intervention strategy typically stresses personal and emotional aspects and expressions of human suffering and directs interpretations toward content that is psychologically and introspectively beneficial to the group. The external sociopolitical reality serves as decoration for the human drama taking place within the group. Thus, the voices heard in the group are exclusively attributed to specific participants and explained as part of their unique characteristics rather than as attributes of the inter-group discourse. The spotlight is on the individuals comprising the group, with the components of group identity relegated to the margins of the discourse (Maoz, 2004) .
These strategies are not necessarily contradictory despite the different means of action deriving from them. They are grounded in shared assumptions, perhaps due to the fact that in most cases the intervention moderators are from the fields of clinical psychology and group counseling. These assumptions emerge from the work of Bion (Bion, 1962; Bion, 1965; Bion, 1961) . The first assumption is based on the notion that human beings are social creatures that conduct their lives in groups. The second assumption sees the group as an entity that stands on its own and not merely as the sum of all its parts. According to the third assumption, the group contains covert components that affect how it functions.
According to the fourth assumption, everything that takes place in the group's "here and now"-in its current reality-is meaningful. Bion (Bion, 1961) claims that like individuals, groups also develop mechanisms to defend them against difficult emotions that are too threatening or too painful to acknowledge. These emotions are liable to develop in response to external or internal threats. One of the major defense mechanisms is denial, which pushes thoughts, feelings and experiences beyond the realm of consciousness because they arouse too much anxiety. In the two intervention strategies described above, denial plays a significant role in the group process. In the conflictual strategy, denial finds expression in the participants' refusal to talk about the inter-group conflicts or even to admit to their existence (Oasis of Peace, 2008; Suleiman, 2004) . In the discussion strategy, the participants express denial by not agreeing to engage in introspection and critical self-examination of the psychological mechanisms underlying their behavior as a group (Maoz, 2004) .
The One Big Happy Family Bias
The assumptions underlying the group counseling strategies described above served as the basis for the decision to embed Jewish-Arab discussion groups into the formal nursing curriculum at an Israeli academic institution. These groups were designed to provide a discussion sphere where individuals from both sides could engage in communication on highly volatile subjects deriving from the sociopolitical reality marking the Arab-Israeli conflict (Arieli & Friedman, 2013) .
The study by Arieli and Friedman describes what happened when instructors D. Hadar-Shoval, H. Morag Psychology tried to discuss the Arab-Jewish conflict in Israel or carry out an experiential introductory activity that involved dividing the participants into two groups-Jews and Arabs. The students voiced their objections, arguing that the instructors were trying to stir up conflict where none existed. They maintained that the group was cohesive and harmonious and that its members enjoyed excellent relations. Nevertheless, observations and data from a student survey revealed that in practice the students sat in two physically separated groups during courses and recesses (Arieli, Friedman, & Hirschfeld, 2009 ). According to these authors, the members of the two groups were aware of their mutual differences yet refused to broach the issue or face or discuss the situation. The authors referred to this as a "one big happy family fantasy".
According to the assumptions underlying the inter-group intervention strategies, the one big happy family fantasy is evidence that the defense mechanisms of denial and objection are operating within the group's family fantasy framework in response to the group discourse. It is a behavioral expression of unconscious defense processes in the group that must be coped with so that relations among the members of the group can advance, develop and improve. Arieli and Friedman (2013) stress that these processes can be coped with in different ways deriving from varying theoretical approaches, such as the postcolonial approach and the negotiating reality approach. The difference lies in the nature of the action taken and not in the basic perception that these are processes that hinder the group and disrupt its advancement.
This research seeks to examine these processes identified by Arieli and Friedman using a different approach deriving from social cognition models. According to this approach, the one big happy family fantasy is not an expression of group defense mechanisms deriving from unconscious anxieties that hold back the group processes. Rather, it is an expression of a perceptual bias that serves human beings when they operate within a heterogeneous group composed of groups in conflict. Perceptual biases are part of human intuitive thought (Molden, Plaks, & Dweck, 2006) . They are a side effect of the strategies adopted by human consciousness to cope with complex information (e.g., disharmony in relationships generated by inter-group conflict situations). They are meant to enable us to cope and to explain the world around us in a way that can serve us . Perceptual biases are liable to lead us to perceive reality inaccurately (Gilovich, Griffin, & Kahneman, 2002) . Nevertheless, this inaccuracy enables us to cope with complexity and imbalance in our world (Kahneman, 2003) . Hence, perceptual biases are likely to benefit rather than hinder the individual and the group.
Hence, this research is based on the assumption that one big happy family is not a fantasy but rather a perceptual bias. This bias serves those who are part of a group that consists of individuals affiliated with groups under conflict and that operates in a natural environment (Valentine, 2008) . The key characteristic of this perceptual bias is that the inter-group relationship is perceived as harmo-D. Hadar-Shoval, H. Morag Psychology nious and good, a perception that persists as long as the individuals operate within the joint environment. Once they emerge from this joint environment, the perception of relations between the respective sides changes as well, resuming its conflictual nature.
Research Setting and Its Socio-Political Context
Accordingly, the current study examined whether environment affected participants' perceptions of the relations between Jews and Arabs. Two environments marked by different characteristics were selected for this purpose. The first environment is the nursing department of an Israeli academic institution. This environment constitutes a meeting point for Jewish and Arab Israelis. Indeed, for some it is their first such encounter. In this environment, they find themselves under conditions of physical proximity, engage in joint activities and ongoing interactions and share goals based on academic requirements (Arieli & Friedman, 2013) . In addition, due to the nature of nursing studies, the students must consolidate a shared professional identity.
The second environment is the students' own home. This environment de- Accordingly, the research assumptions were as follows: 1) Perceptions of mutual negative stereotypes held by Arab and Jewish students in the nursing department will be less intense within the joint nursing school environment than outside the joint environment.
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2) Perceptions of mutual positive stereotypes held by Arab and Jewish students in the nursing department will be more intense within the joint environment than outside of it.
3) The students will be more willing to interact within the joint environment than outside of it.
4) The quality of Arab-Jewish relations will be perceived as higher in the nursing department than in Israel in general.
Method

Participants
The research participants included 182 undergraduate students (freshmen and seniors) enrolled in the Department of Nursing, Max Stern Yezreel Valley College, Israel. Of these, 111 were Jewish (7 males, 104 females) and 69 were Arab (22 males, 47 females). Students were asked whether they were willing to participate in the study as part of their coursework. The research assumptions were examined on 74 students who completed questionnaires handed out in their classes as well as questionnaires sent to their homes. The analysis of these assumptions included 28 Arab students (7 males, 21 females) and 46 Jewish students (4 males, 42 females). Out of 182 subjects, only about 40% completed the questionnaires in the college and at home. The reasons for this are the unwillingness of some of them to provide an e-mail address for continued engagement, as well as a decrease in the motivation to cooperate in completing the questionnaires at home. The dropout rate among Jews and Arabs was the same.
Research Design
The present study employed a mixed design with a within factor (at home college) and a between factor (Jewish, Arab).
The independent variables examined were:
1) The environment in which the participant completed the questionnairecollege/home (within factor).
2) Sector-Jewish/Arab (between factor).
The dependent variable in this study-perceptions of Arab-Jewish relationswas examined through several other variables: 1) Mutual Arab-Jewish stereotypes (positive and negative).
2) Willingness to engage in Jewish-Arab interaction (social distance).
3) Perceptions of Arab-Jewish relations in a joint academic department. 4) Perceptions of Arab-Jewish relations in Israel.
Research Tools
Data were collected using questionnaires that included the following sections: The questionnaire included seven statements expressing different levels of willingness to interact with members of the other group, as in the following example: "I am willing to live next door to an Arab/Jewish student from the nursing department." Next to each item, participants had to rate their willingness to engage in this behavior on a scale from 1 to 10, with 1 representing "definitely no" and 10 representing "definitely yes". On the original questionnaire, Cronbach's alpha was 0.89, while on the present one, it was 0.807. The grading of this questionnaire was determined by the calculated mean of each participant.
Part C-Perceptions of Jewish-Arab relations in Israel vs. at the College: This questionnaire was custom designed for the present study to measure two variables: students' perceptions of Arab-Jewish relations in Israel as a whole and their perceptions of these relations in the nursing department. The questionnaire comprised 12 statements pertaining to perceptions of Arab-Jewish relations at the college and in Israel and the differences between these perceptions. Participants were requested to rate their agreement with each statement on a scale ranging from 1 to 5 (5 = strongly agree, 4 = slightly agree, 3 = equally agree and disagree, 2 = slightly disagree, 1 = totally disagree). Cronbach's alpha reliability computed for both variables was 0.83.
Part D: Students were requested to answer the following open question: "In your opinion, do the relations between Arabs and Jews studying together in the nursing department differ from Jewish-Arab relations in general in Israel?"
Procedure
Questionnaires were distributed in June 2015, first in the classrooms on a school day and then, after two weeks, in the form of personal emails sent to each participant. The participants were told that the study sought to explore perceptions of Jewish-Arab relations, and it was made clear to them that they each must complete the questionnaire alone, without consulting any friends. Participants Psychology were assured that the questionnaires would remain anonymous and that there were no right or wrong answers. Upon completion of the questionnaire, they were asked to submit their email address as an indication of their consent for us to send them the second questionnaire, to be completed individually. We made it clear that the email address would be used exclusively for this purpose and would be deleted from our databases soon after the questionnaire was sent. In addition, participants were reassured that their answers would only be used for the purposes of the study.
Two weeks after the students completed the questionnaires in class in the nursing department, all those who agreed to continue participating in the study were each sent a second questionnaire by email. This questionnaire was to be answered individually, at home.
Statistical Analysis
We conducted internal reliability tests in each questionnaire, values were satisfying (Cronbach's α = 0.80 and above). Following this, we conducted a two-way ANOVA for within group (at home, college) x between group (Jewish, Arab) for the "positive stereotypes", "negative stereotypes", "social distance", and the "perceptions of Jewish-Arab relations in Israel vs. at the college".
Results
This study set out to examine whether perceptions of a current close relationship were affected by the environment surrounding the relationship. The research assumptions posited that an environment marked by common goals should lead to a good, harmonious perception of relations (one big happy family), while an environment marked by separation and alienation between the groups would lead to perceiving these relations as conflictual. These findings are summarized in Table 1 .
The first research assumption maintained that perceptions of mutual negative stereotypes held by Arab and Jewish students in the nursing department would be less intense within the joint nursing school environment than outside the joint environment. This assumption was examined using a within-subject repeated measures analysis of variance, which yielded a significant difference of [F (1.72) = 14.332, p < 0.005, The second research assumption maintained that perceptions of mutual positive stereotypes held by Arab and Jewish students in the nursing department would be more intense within the joint environment than outside of it. This assumption was examined using a within-subject repeated measures analysis of variance, which yielded a significance difference of [F (1.72) = 6.576, p < 0.05, The third research assumption maintained that the students would be more willing to interact within the joint environment than outside of it. This assumption was examined using a within-subject repeated measures analysis of variance, which yielded a significant difference [F (1.72) = 11.361, p < 0.005, 
Discussion
The present study focused on perceptions of inter-group relations among Jews and Arabs operating together in a natural environment. The study set out to examine whether these perceptions were affected by the surrounding environment. Does an environment marked by common goals lead to perceiving these relations as harmonious (one big happy family), while an environment marked by group separation and alienation leads to a conflictual perception? Based upon this objective, we formulated four research assumptions, each exploring a different aspect of the perceived relations. All four research assumptions received research corroboration.
The study's results suggest that the thinking schemes employed by individuals who belong to groups under ongoing conflict (Azar, 1990 ) are subject to change according to the environment in which they operate. These are, in fact, different sets of schemes, each derived from the goals and demands posed to the individual by the environment.
In an environment where cooperation between individuals from different social groups is essential in the routine functioning of the individual and the group alike, the relations were perceived as harmonious. This was evident in the increase in positive perceptions (positive stereotypes) and the decrease in negative perception (negative stereotypes), as well is in the increased willingness to engage in social interaction among members of both groups.
On the other hand, in an environment that highlights the distinct identity of each group, thus intensifying the sense of difference and mutual alienation, the relations were perceived as conflictual. This was evident in the decrease in positive perceptions (positive stereotypes) and the increase in negative perceptions (negative stereotypes), as well as in the decreased willingness to engage in social interaction among members of both groups.
These findings are congruent with Arieli and Friedman's account (2013) of Arab-Jewish encounter groups for nursing students, including the reluctance of both Arab and Jewish participants to take part in these groups based on the claim that no difficulties or problems exist between the sides. In the study, the researchers referred to this process as the one big happy family fantasy.
D. Hadar-Shoval, H. Morag Psychology
The present study contends that one big happy family is not a fantasy, but rather a perceptual bias. Perceptual biases enable us to face the world around us and explain it to ourselves in a way that may serve us (Gilovich et al., 2002) .
Perceptual biases may lead to an inaccurate grasp of reality. Nevertheless, they often constitute a mechanism that helps us deal with complexity and imbalance in this world (Kahneman, 2003) .
The Jewish and Arab students had a harmonious perception of their mutual relationship in their academic setting, where they were required to cooperate and work together. This perception is neither resistance (Suleiman, 2004) nor repression (Halabi, Sonnenschein, & Friedman, 2004) . Rather, it is a perceptual mechanism that serves inter-group relations within a heterogenic group whose members are embroiled in an ongoing conflict. It comprises a set of thinking schemes employed within this framework and maintained as long as it serves the group members in their goal of working together. When the students left the academic environment and returned to their homes, they began employing a different set of schemes to interpret reality and perceive the inter-group relations.
The fact that no differences emerged between Jews and Arabs serves to reinforce the argument that this mechanism is a perceptual bias. Perceptual biases mark all people, regardless of racial background, gender or other differentiating characteristics (Sharot & Garrett, 2016) .
Implications for Practice
These findings have important consequences for inter-group conflict interventions among groups that operate together in a natural environment (Valentine, 2008) . As described in Friedman and , setting up encounter and discussion groups is one of the strategies for dealing with the intensity of the inter-group conflict and for balancing the impact of outside events on the intergroup relationship. These groups usually emphasize the group identity and national identity of each side (in our case, Israeli and Palestinian identities) while pushing other identities and identifications to the margins of discussion (Maoz, 2004; Maoz, 2011) . Such a strategy further underlines the inter-group conflict by highlighting relations of power and oppression and the lines separating the groups. This emphasis elicits thinking schemes that do not benefit members of either group when they are required to cooperate. Moreover, it threatens the sense of closeness and friendship maintained when national issues are not emphasized. This sense of closeness and friendship is the adhesive that allows these individuals to cooperate as a group. Attempts to hold such dialogue groups in a natural environment may do more harm than good if they ignore that members from both groups need a sense of being one big happy family within the joint environment. The prevalent tendency in "group cross-cultural counseling" is to see this perception as a manifestation of "resistance" Suleiman, 2004) . Only when both sides acknowledge this resistance can real change and dialogue take place. This strategy can be important and facilitate a move D. Hadar-Shoval, H. Morag Psychology forward among individuals from different national groups who choose to sit together and engage in dialogue. Yet among mixed groups that operate together and cooperate for work and professional purposes, such a strategy may compromise the adhesive that allows them to act together. Intervention in situations such as these should adopt the one big happy family bias as an important element of group functioning rather than as a stumbling block.
Based upon this study, we recommend further development and exploration of the one big happy family bias in different joint settings, such as other academic institutions and workplaces that involve mixed groups. In addition, and in accordance with the theoretical conceptualization of this bias, inter-group intervention processes should be developed for teams embroiled in situations of external crisis that involve increased conflict intensity. This may allow group members to maintain themselves on all three levels-as individuals, as group members with a common goal and as possessors of a distinct group identity-based on the understanding that the inner dialogue between these three identity components is a constitutive element in the functioning of individuals and groups alike.
